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What happens to nuclear deterrence when a non-nuclear state strikes deep into a nuclear-
armed adversary? The stark reality is that the world does not collapse, but the era of conventional
deterrence is rapidly evolving. Ukraine’s long-range drone strikes, penetrating deep into Russian
territory, upended traditional deterrence theory.

These unmanned and precision attacks targeted strategic locations, ranging from early
warning radar sites to critical military installations. They did not provoke the feared nuclear
response. Instead, these operations exposed a new threat calculus where persistence, precision,
and the power of perception are paramount.

Recent analyses suggest that such drone operations contributed to shifting risk
assessments within adversary states, where even a 10 percent to 15 percent error in perception
could lead to miscalculation. American nuclear strategists now contend with an urgent need to
rethink deterrence as the boundary between conventional and nuclear erodes.

Spectral Shifts: Rethinking Strategic Assumptions

For decades, American nuclear strategy hinged on the assumption that any conventional
attack on nuclear command and control assets would inevitably trigger a nuclear counter-
response. Data from Cold War—era exercises and subsequent real-world incidents reinforced this
mindset among defense planners. Ukraine’s repeated drone strikes on sensitive Russian assets,
including radar installations integral to Russia’s early warning systems, force a reconsideration
of long-held assumptions.

The Kremlin’s response is notably restrained, treating these incursions as manageable
costs rather than triggers for nuclear escalation. This strategic restraint, observed in multiple
public and classified communications from Moscow, signals that deterrence may now rely less
on the brute force of nuclear capability and more on the sophistication of targeting and intent.
The takeaway for modern policymakers is that deterrence must now incorporate a broader array
of factors, including technology-driven precision and the adversary’s threshold for escalation.

Phantom Impact: Redefining Strategy Beyond Nuclear Might

The era when the primary measure of strategic impact was synonymous with nuclear
firepower is ending. Ukraine’s innovative use of low-cost, high-precision drones demonstrates
that small platforms can disrupt traditional security calculations. Recent reports from defense
think tanks estimate that the unit cost of drone operations is less than 1 percent of what a
conventional fighter aircraft mission might cost, yet their operational impact in terms of
intelligence and tactical disruption is comparable in key areas.

These drones infiltrate deep into adversary territory and strike high-value military and
economic assets once presumed invulnerable. Such operational dynamics challenge the long-
standing monopoly of nuclear-armed states over credible homeland threats. American planners
must now recalibrate their threat models to integrate non-nuclear options, recognizing that the
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future of strategic impact is both more economical and more technologically complex than ever
before.

Haunted Homelands: The Crumbling Illusion of Sanctuary

During the Cold War, vast distances, natural barriers, and the geographic isolation
provided by oceans created the comforting illusion that major powers could enjoy an
impenetrable sanctuary. Today, that illusion is crumbling. Ukraine’s drone operations are a vivid
demonstration that even regions thought to be well-protected can be penetrated. Attacks targeting
Russia’s early warning networks, critical oil infrastructure, and military bases reveal that no area
can rest on its laurels.

American infrastructure, ranging from energy grids to communication systems and early
warning radars, face elevated risks in an age of highly agile autonomous systems. Consider that
the global market for unmanned aerial vehicles is projected to reach nearly $50 billion by 2030.
Considering this, there is an immediate imperative to overhaul homeland defense strategies.
Rapid response protocols, increased situational awareness, and investment in counter-drone
technologies are no longer optional. They are emerging as essential components of modern
deterrence.

Phantom Signals: How Optics and Intent Drive Escalation

One of the most remarkable aspects of Ukraine’s campaign is its ability to secure tactical
advantages without spiraling into uncontrolled escalation. The success of these drone strikes lies
in their careful timing, precision, and measured execution. Ukrainian forces consistently space
out operations and meticulously choose targets that convey national resolve without risking mass
casualties. This dual messaging, delivering a tangible operational effect while sending a clear
political signal, underscores a critical evolution in deterrence thinking.

Today, the optics and perceived intent behind an action can be as decisive as the physical
impact. One analysis points out that misinterpretations of strategic intent now pose as much risk
of inadvertent escalation as traditional force-on-force scenarios. For the United States, this means
that developing clear, well-articulated signaling frameworks is crucial. Such frameworks must
enable policymakers and military leaders to assert credible force while avoiding actions that
might be misread as provocative by adversaries. In a world where every action is scrutinized and
the margins for error are thinning, clarity in communication becomes a cornerstone of modern
deterrence.

Ghosts in the Arsenal: Integrating Drones into Deterrence

Drones are transcending their traditional role on the battlefield and are emerging as
indispensable strategic assets. Modern unmanned systems serve multiple roles, from surveillance
and intelligence gathering to direct precision strikes against key targets. Their integration is
revolutionizing how military operations are conducted without risking human life. Moreover,
these systems have the added benefit of being less politically charged than manned strike
platforms. However, their growing prominence also introduces the potential for miscalculation.

With investments in drone technology doubling over the past decade in many leading
militaries, the United States must swiftly incorporate these assets into its overarching deterrence
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framework. This requires the formulation of robust policies that define the operational limits and
acceptable contexts for drone employment, comprehensive training programs for commanders in
escalation management, and public messaging that reinforces strategic resolve without escalating
tensions. The rapid pace of technological adoption means that the window for effective
integration is short, and strategic agility is paramount.

Phantoms of the Future: Recasting Deterrence in the Drone Age

Retaining U.S. strategic credibility in the coming decades will demand an evolution
beyond a deterrence model solely anchored in nuclear might. Although nuclear forces remain
critical, they are no longer the exclusive instruments that shape adversary behavior in today’s
multidomain conflicts. The future of deterrence depends on a seamless strategy where nuclear
and non-nuclear capabilities are coherently integrated. This entails developing a comprehensive
national doctrine for drone utilization that explicitly defines clear thresholds for action,
acceptable target sets, and robust escalation-management protocols. In parallel, efforts must
focus on modernizing homeland defenses to counter the threat of long-range, autonomous drone
attacks, especially in sectors such as space-based assets, energy, and telecommunications. Data
from defense budget analyses show that if every NATO member met the 2 percent gross
domestic product defense spending target, the alliance’s budget would increase by over $100
billion annually. Such investments, along with analogous U.S. initiatives to enhance
technological resilience, are crucial if deterrence is to remain credible and effective in this new
operational environment.

Final Haunting: Embracing the Ghostly Evolution of Deterrence

“Ghosts in the Skies” is not just a metaphor; it encapsulates the profound transformation
underway in modern deterrence. Ukraine’s innovative use of drone technology is forcefully
redefining the conventional wisdom that has long informed global security policy. This paradigm
shift challenges entrenched assumptions and demands a rapid evolution of U.S. military strategy.
In an era of hybrid threats and rapid technological change, our global security environment is
more complex and interdependent than ever before. The future of deterrence will rely on the
capacity to adapt swiftly, integrate non-linear threat responses, and build flexible defense
systems that are as agile as the adversaries they are designed to deter. The message for
policymakers is clear: embrace this ghostly evolution now, for in the emerging multidomain
battlefield every misstep carries the risk of destabilizing not only regional security but also
global order.

The transformation in deterrence prompted by Ukraine’s drone operations is a stark
reminder that innovation in warfare can render old paradigms obsolete. As nations invest in cost-
effective, high-precision autonomous systems, the calculus of deterrence will continue to shift,
compelling the United States and its allies to rethink both doctrine and defense spending. In this
new era, where even the faintest ghost can upend strategic balance, the ability to adapt and
respond with agility will be the true measure of national security.

Brandon Toliver, PhD, serves on the A4 staff of Headquarters Air Force. The views expressed
are those of the author alone.
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